The figure of Joseph Lister , which bestrides the late Victorian medical world like a colossus, is curiously elusive in the collections of the Wellcome Institute Library. In contrast to his near contemporary, Florence Nightingale (1820Nightingale ( -1910 The insouciance of these instruments is belied by the much more precise instructions that Lister gave his trustees some time before Arthur Lister's death in July 1908. In a document drawn up by his lawyers, presumably in conjunction with the will, Lister arranged for the distribution of personal and family effects to a wide circle of relatives, professional colleagues and institutions.2 Amongst these, his medical books, after selection by his nephews, were to go to the Medical Society of London; the "record of observations" by his father, Joseph Jackson Lister , that "led to the discovery of the Aplanatic Foci", and his father's microscopic drawings, were awarded to the Royal
Microscopical Society. Finally, Lister desired (in the turgid legalese of his solicitors) "that all private letters that shall have been in my possession at the time of my decease, both such as were written to or by myself or any other, including the collection left by my father, and also any journals or writings not of a scientific character, may be destroyed unread". Lister subsequently continued to issue directions to his trustees concerning the disposal of his estate, writing for instance in November 1909 to his nephew Theodore Godlee, following publication of his Collected papers, to advise that "four bulky folio volumes of notes (vols. 1 to 4)", which were "of only temporary interest . . . may be destroyed; as may also the blocks of wood cuts accompanying them which have been reproduced by the 'Clarendon Press' in publishing my 'Collected Papers"'.3 Lister clearly regarded the Collected papers as his monument. The only collection of manuscripts in his hands that he seemed especially keen to preserve were his father's microscopical records, a prized possession that Lister thought worthy of publication.4 He could evidently not conceive that posterity would have any legitimate interest in his own or his father's private or family life. His trustees, however, were less sure. Firstly there was the difficulty of isolating the scientific content of his and his father's papers.5 Secondly, as Rickman Godlee later remarked, "the world had a right to know something of the inner life of one who achieved so much on its behalf'.6 Lister's stated wish that public access to his private life be denied was never seriously entertained by his trustees after his death; they would be The satisfaction in thus bringing together the greater part of the surviving personal and family correspondence and papers of Lord Lister was tempered by the realization that the Dowrick collection constituted only a proportion of the material held by Godlee earlier in the century. Although Mrs Dowrick seems to have passed over everything that she had recently made available to Richard Fisher, there appeared to have been grievous losses earlier in the collection's history. In particular, the series of letters from Lister to his father, used extensively if with discretion by Godlee, had vanished, leaving only Joseph Jackson Lister's side of the correspondence, and that with many gaps. Some letters from Lister to other family members, notably his brother Arthur and brother-in-law Rickman Godlee 16 See Warren R Dawson, Manuscripta medica. A History's reviewer asked rather wearily whether "yet descriptive catalogue of the manuscripts in the another" biography was really necessary, a somewhat library of the Medical Society of London, London, unfair comment since Fisher's was the first since John Bale, Sons and Danielsson Ltd, 1932, pp. 87-8. Godlee's to be founded on unpublished sources 17 Richard B Fisher, Joseph Lister, 1827 -1912 , (Med. Hist., 1978 The wholesale disappearance of Lister's own letters from the family archive suggests something more than merely the random attritional loss suffered by most collections of papers in private hands. The possibility that Godlee, in a tardy access of conscience, destroyed his uncle's letters is highly unlikely, after having quoted from them extensively in print. Nor does it seem much more likely that they were sold to autograph dealers or collectors; although Lister autographs have always been in demand, the writer is unaware of any instance of a Lister family letter appearing on the open market. It remains possible that the missing letters and papers survive in the hands of unknown Lister relatives, but difficult in such circumstances to account for the several dozen Lister autographs left behind in the family archive. Whatever the fate of the absent material, Godlee's biography will probably remain the only account of Lister's life and work to be based on a full range of the subject's letters and papers.
The absence of Lister's student correspondence, while regrettable, is hardly critical; Godlee noted that Lister's letters at the time were alternatively the "merest scraps" or "rather stilted and the matter not very interesting".20 The loss of Lister's letters to his father from Edinburgh and Glasgow between 1853 and 1869 is by contrast a disaster. It is evident from the biography that they were both frequent and often substantial, and although Godlee quotes from them at some length, much remains hidden. Lister's relationship with his father was close and somewhat exclusive. From a relatively early age communication between the two tended to marginalize other members of the family.21
After Joseph Jackson Lister's death in 1869, his younger brother Arthur became Lister's closest confidant, apart from his wife Agnes. There seems to be no surviving correspondence with the latter, since the Listers were rarely apart for any length of time. There is barely a handful of letters by Lister to correspondents outside his family dating from before 1870 in the Wellcome collections, and probably very few elsewhere.22 The disappearance of almost all his letters to his father is therefore fundamentally damaging.
There is one minor source for Lister's Glasgow years ', ibid., 1993, 37: 333-40. 
